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Elevation plays a huge part in our winter weather forecasting/products, 

ranging from near sea level along the shores of the Bay and Tidal 

Rivers to over 3500 feet in the Allegany Highlands 



 

NWS Sterling Forecast Area 

Average Annual Snowfall 

Add map of snowfall 

6-12 

13-24  

Snowfall (in.) 

25-36 

37-48 

>72 

49-72 



 

Some key specific criteria 

 

Winter Storm Outlook 
Issued 3-7 days in advance 

for anticipated snow/ice 

Winter Storm Watch 

Potential for hazardous  

winter weather within the  

next 48 hours.  

Winter Storm Warning 

5” or more of snow, or 

a combination of weather  

hazards in a 12 hour 

period 

Winter Weather Advisory 

2” or more of snow in 12 hours, 

or a combination of precipitation  

types is expected to cause  

significant inconvenience 

Freezing Rain Advisory 

Any amount of icing 

Ice Storm Warning 

¼” or more 

 

NWS Sterling forecasters use AWIPS 

text/graphic workstations to prepare  

forecasts/watches/warnings 



 
The Hazardous Weather Outlook highlights potentially dangerous 

weather up to a week in advance 

Level of 

Confidence 

Needed – 

30% 



 

We issue a winter storm watch... 

generally 1 to 2 days before the storm 

The winter storm 

 watch means  

that there is the  

potential (50% confidence)  

for hazardous  

winter weather  

within the next  

48 hours.  



 

 

 

Winter Storm Warning – generally 12 to 24 hours before the 

storm  

Level of 

Confidence 

Needed – 80% 



 
Winter Weather Advisory - when snow, alone or in combination with sleet and 

freezing rain, is expected to cause a significant inconvenience, but not serious 

enough to warrant a warning.  

Level of  

Confidence 

Needed – 80% 



 

RUSH HOUR ADVISORIES 

• WINTER WEATHER ADVISORIES WILL BE ISSUED FOR ONE 
INCH OF SNOW AND SLEET FOR BALTIMORE AND 
WASHINGTON COMMUTING AREAS.  

 

 

• MORNING RUSH…4AM TO 9AM AND EVENING RUSH…2PM TO 
4 PM.  

 

 

• WEEKDAYS THAT DO NOT FALL ON FEDERAL HOLIDAYS.  

 

 

• INCLUDES ALL OR PORTIONS OF INTERSTATES 
95...695…495…83…70…270…AND 66.  (MAP ON NEXT SLIDE 
FOR DETAILS).  

    

 

           

     

      



 

DC-Baltimore metro area 

For the purpose of defining the 1” advisory area  



 

Winter Weather Website 

www.weather.gov/washington/winter  



 

Expected Snowfall and Precipitation 

Onset 



 

Reported Snowfalls 



 

Probabilistic Forecast 

Official NWS Forecast 

Minimum  Most Likely Maximum 

Expect at least this much Potential for this much 



 

 



 

How Our Forecast Accuracy 

Calculated  

LAST WINTER: POD .950, FAR .279, 

CSI .695, LEAD TIME 22.7: 



 

Take Away Points from Last 

Winter  
• Forecast Accuracy was very good, but there were still details and uncertainties 

throughout the year that had a significant impact on DOT’s, EM’s, the public, 

etc.  

 

• There will always be at least some degree of uncertainty in a forecast, whether 

it be timing, location, precipitation type, amount, etc.  

 

• The impact of a forecast is very important to you, and we need to be able to 

communicate that to you.  

 

• The next couple slides shows some steps we have taken over the past couple 

years to open communication for forecast uncertainties and impact.   



 

Communication of 

Uncertainties: NWSChat 
Forecasters can 

discuss with EM’s and 

Media about their 

confidence in a 

forecast, potential 

impact the forecast will 

have, and we can also 

receive and send 

reports.  



 

Conference Calls 

• Briefings during Winter 

Weather Events to 

DOT’s, EM’s, COG, 

OPM, and others are 

provided by NWS 

Baltimore/Washington.  



 

Probabilistic Forecasting 

Official NWS Forecast 

Minimum  Most Likely Maximum 

Expect at least this much Potential for this much 



 

FACEBOOK 



 

TWITTER 



 

How Would Our Communication Work 

for an Extreme Event (Ice Storm)   



 

• Power and 

Communication lines 

come down 

• Traffic Accidents 

• Pedestrian Falls 

• Heavy weight can bring 

down trees 

Ice Impacts 



 

Extreme Impact From Ice 

Storm (Winter of 1994) 

• Arctic blast hits in mid-

January causing temps to 

drop below zero.  

• Power companies went 

into rolling black outs to 

conserve energy 

• Feb 10th-11th, a major ice storm hits 

Mid-Atlantic with over an inch of ice 

from freezing rain.  

 

• Hardest hit area was from 

Fredericksburg to southern 

Maryland. Some counties lost 10 

percent of their trees from ice 

accretion. Electric and phone lines 

were down with as much as 90 

percent of the area without power.  

 

• Many people were without power for 

a week.  

• Presidential disaster was given.  

• Numerous injuries from vehicle 

accidents and people falling.  



 

Additional Impacts to Consider 

From and Extreme Ice Event 

• Widespread communication outages. 

  

• Cell towers damaged.  

 

• Critical facilities/businesses not able to move staff 

in and out.  

 

• Mass Closures 

 

• Inability for first responders to reach people to to 

iced roads and hundreds of trees over roadways.  



 

Why Ice Forecasts are Difficult and 

How it Impacts Our Service 

Photo source: Washington Times Dec 10th 2013 



Winter Precipitation Type 

SNOW SLEET/      

ICE PELLETS 
FREEZING 

RAIN 



Power Outages 

From Ice Storm 



 

Dissemination of Ice Storm 

Impacts Should it Happen 

Today 
• National Weather Service would issue products, starting 

with an Outlook when event is within seven days.  

 

• Watches and Warnings will be issued when the event 

gets within a couple days.  

 

• Communication about forecaster uncertainties and 

concerns of significant impact would be transmitted 

through NWSChat, Conference Calls, and Social Media.  

 

• How would you prepare using this information? Also, is 

there anything else we can do to assist in disseminating 

the information to the right people in a timely fashion?  


